Design/Construction Standards and Building
Codes Evolving to Address Climate Change

By Andrew Mendelson, FAIA
Executive Vice President, Chief Risk Management and CX Officer
Berkley Design Professional, a Berkley Company

October 23, 2023

Climate change is already having a significant
impact on the design and construction industry
and this impact is only going to grow in the
years to come. Extreme weather events such as
hurricanes, floods, wildfires and tornadoes are
becoming more frequent and severe and
buildings and infrastructure are increasingly
being damaged or destroyed.

In response to these challenges, building codes

and construction standards are changing to
address climate and extreme weather concerns. Local, State and Federal agencies are also
working to update design and building requirements, a meaningful factor in the evolution of the
standard of care for professionals in the industry.

Changes to building codes and construction standards

One of the most significant changes is an increasing focus on resiliency. Resilient buildings are
designed to withstand extreme weather events and quickly regain functionality when damaged.
Specific changes include:

¢ Higher wind load requirements: Buildings in areas prone to hurricanes and other high-
wind events are compelled to withstand higher wind speeds.

¢ Flood-resistant design: Buildings in flood zones are required to be elevated above the
floodplain and to have flood-resistant materials and construction methods.

¢ Wildfire-resistant design: Buildings in areas prone to wildfires are required to utilize
fire-resistant materials and to create site features such as defensible perimeters and
flame-resistant plantings.

For example, according to Smartcitiesdive.com, Kauai County in Hawaii was recently recognized
as one of the first in the U.S. to base construction regulations on projected sea-level rise. The
county partnered with University of Hawaii scientists to utilize model projections for flood
hazards and sea-level rise for the year 2100 to guide the community’s regulatory framework for



development. The resulting ordinance requires any new or substantially renovated buildings in
certain areas to be elevated to withstand the 2100 projections.

In addition to these specific changes, building codes are also becoming more comprehensive
and integrated to promote resiliency., taking a holistic approach to building and site
development. This involves considering the cumulative impact of various factors, such as climate
change, energy efficiency and sustainability. Today design professionals are expected to be
knowledgeable about the science and impact of climate change, promote the adoption of
enhanced project requirements to their clients (project owners), and adapt their practice to
these updated standard of care factors.

Cities are also working to change design and building processes to address climate change,
including:

e Updating zoning ordinances: Cities are updating their zoning ordinances to promote
climate-resilient development. For example, some cities are requiring new buildings to
be built in certain areas that are less vulnerable to flooding and storm surges.

¢ Investing in green infrastructure: Cities are investing in green infrastructure such as
rain gardens, green roofs, natural landscape areas and permeable pavement to help
reduce stormwater runoff and flooding.

e Creating incentives for climate-resilient construction: Cities are creating incentives,
such as tax breaks or other financial incentives, for builders and developers to construct
climate-resilient buildings.

The design and construction industry faces a significant challenge as climate change affects the
natural and built environment. But this challenge can also be an opportunity to design and
construct buildings that can withstand extreme weather conditions by leveraging the latest
science and climate-change data to promote more effective solutions. To meet the evolving
standard of care for the industry, architects and engineers must keep up with the latest trends,
local jurisdiction codes and resilient design best practices. Both design professionals and
contractors have a role to advocate for resilient design and to resist construction changes that
would compromise the project’s intended resiliency. This will help to create safer communities
that are better equipped to cope with the impacts of extreme weather events.

For additional information, read our risk management resource: "Evolution of the Standard
of Care Due to Climate Change”

Additional resources on this topic include:
National Institute of Building Sciences
Federal Emergency Management Agency

US Resiliency Council



https://www.berkleydp.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/BerkleyDP-Evolution-of-the-Standard-of-Care-2021.02.01.pdf
https://www.berkleydp.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/05/BerkleyDP-Evolution-of-the-Standard-of-Care-2021.02.01.pdf
https://nibs.org/
https://www.fema.gov/
https://www.usrc.org/
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